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Summary: Nicaraguan Government Repeals Civil Service
&amp; Agrarian Reform Legislation, Public Employees
Strike
by Deborah Tyroler
Category/Department: General
Published: Wednesday, May 16, 1990
May 10: President Violeta Barrios de Chamorro suspended a civil service law that protects
employees from summary dismissal, grants them the right to strike and bargain collectively, and
provides certain fringe benefits. The law was approved by the National Assembly three weeks after
the Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) lost the Feb. 25 elections. The decree suspends
the law until the government writes its own rules. It also allows the Labor Ministry to review all
labor contracts signed during the Feb. 25-April 25 period. Government employees rejected a 60%
pay hike ordered by Chamorro, who said her government cannot afford bigger raises. About 35,000
unionized public employees commenced an indefinite strike to protest repeal of the civil service
legislation, and demanded a 200% across-the-board wage hike, or a minimum monthly wage
equivalent to $150. May 11: President Chamorro decreed a review of all legislation passed between
the Feb. 25 elections, and her inauguration on April 25. She also annulled a decade of agrarian
reform. Chamorro said a return to private sector farming was necessary to revive agricultural
production in time for the next planting season. In an attempt to defuse criticism, she said seized
lands would be distributed to "guarantee justice for all, without party distinctions, and at the same
time preserving the rights of those farmers who benefitted from agrarian reform." Another agrarian
reform law to be revised required big landowners to rent their land to state-run cooperatives.
Chamorro also decreed a "law of temporary land rent," under which original landowners of statecontrolled lands can rent them, and later reclaim ownership. The return of confiscated lands, said
Chamorro, would "respect rights of cooperatives that are meeting their social and economic function
and the rights earned by the least privileged people." Some confiscated private businesses that
were turned into state enterprises will also be returned to their former owners, said Chamorro.
Agriculture Minister Roberto Rondon said whether confiscated lands will be returned to former
owners depends upon how many of them come forward to document their claims within 180 days.
A commission studying charges of illegal land seizures is to make decisions within seven days. The
Chamorro decree would exclude holdings seized in 1979 by the Sandinista Front from the family of
ousted dictator Anastasio Somoza. Some 97,000 ha. of Somoza property were distributed to peasant
farmers. The General Confederation of Public Administration Workers, linked to the Sandinista
National Liberation Front (FSLN), said a much higher pay increase is necessary to compensate
for galloping inflation. The AP reported that the union federation claims to represent almost all
60,000 government workers. Laborers now earn about $44 per month and white-collar workers
about $100. In the latest round of price hikes earlier in the week the government doubled water
rates, tripled electricity charges, and raised the rates of telephone services by 1,300%. The public
transportation subsidy was abolished. Union federation spokesperson Omar Cabezas rejected an
appeal by the president to return to work. He warned that workers would "struggle with everything
they've got to assure that there is no backward slide of agrarian reform." Government agencies and
the National Assembly were closed. About 60,000 workers demonstrated in Managua, organizing
sit-ins at workplaces. Two thousand strikers broke through a police barricade and took over a
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plaza outside the presidential office. Government officials refused to meet with the strikers. Labor
Minister Francisco Rosales said the strike was illegal and that those who did not return to work
ran the risk of being fired. He added that the government would not permit the strike to take place
"under the pretext of salary demands." Rosales said the civil service law was unconstitutional, and
that it "ties the hands of the new government." Central Bank president Francisco Mayorga accused
the previous government of "calmly arming a time-bomb that is now exploding in our hands."
President Chamorro exhorted former president Daniel Ortega to "add his own grain of sand to
rebuilding the country instead of giving signals to hotheads." May 12: Jairo Blandon, spokesperson
for 85 employees of the information and press department of the president's office, said they had
returned to work. However, he added, the workers have no intention of dropping their demands.
Employees of the presidency were the only civil servants as of Saturday to announce a return to
work. Most government offices in Managua and elsewhere in the country remained closed. In a
communique broadcast by Radio Sandino, they said the strike was not political in nature, but rather
motivated to reinforce workers' rights and salaries. Notimex reported that FSLN spokespersons said
that the government cannot adopt measures aimed at abolishing the achievements of the revolution
without expecting strong protests. Former president Ortega said the government's decrees to review
land confiscations and return state-controlled properties to former owners constitute a "return
to Somocismo that the people cannot accept." He asserted that the decrees "conspire against the
spirit of reconciliation and peace, and the mixed economy as contained in the constitution." In the
past 10 years, the Nicaraguan government confiscated large estates owned by families linked to the
Somoza dynasty. These lands were organized into state-run agricultural cooperatives. The FSLN,
said Ortega, supports "all Nicaraguans who currently feel that their rights are being threatened,
and who are unwilling to permit the imposition of arbitrary laws." Ortega pointed out that inflation
has spiralled, and the cordoba has been devalued by 157% since the new government assumed
power on April 25. According to Ortega, "It is normal in the midst of a serious economic crisis for
the current government to impose policies that include devaluation. What we reject is the dictatorial
method, typical of Somocismo, used by the president of the Central Bank who simply imposes new
measures without consulting workers, producers and the bank's executive council." Next, the FSLN
leader asserted that the burden of the currency devaluations is falling on workers' wages, which
in turn is provoking business bankruptcies and recession. President Chamorro's new decrees, said
Ortega, put the agricultural cycle at serious risk since planting is about to begin. The decrees, he
added, constitute the most significant element of economic and social destabilization. The FSLN's
official newspaper, Barricada, accused President Barrios de Chamorro of violating the constitution
with her decrees to review legislation passed by the previous administration. The public employee
union federation maintains that the president does not have the authority to change laws while
the National Assembly is in session. Federation secretary general Jose Angel Bermudez said, "The
strike is the only instrument the workers have to preserve their rights." May 14: Labor Minister
Rosales said strikes by public employees were illegal, and threatened to fire anyone who failed to
report for work by the following day. The minister asserted that the FSLN was fomenting the strikes
to cripple Chamorro's government. In a news conference broadcast on national TV, Rosales said
the government declared the strikes illegal after efforts to negotiate with workers had failed. The
negotiations had been blocked several times by "hotheads," he said. According to Rosales, "Now
the way out of this problem is in the hands of the Sandinista Workers Central and the National
Union of Employees." Presidential spokesperson Danilo Lacayo said about 10,000 government
employees of a total 150,000 nationwide were on strike. Workers had earlier rejected a government
offer for a 60% pay hike. AP reported that since May 10, airport employees have participated in
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a partial strike, handling only passenger flights. All other duties diplomatic pouches, air freight,
mail and customs were shut down. Jesse Luis Selva, press secretary for the National Employees
Union (UNE), told Notimex that the workers would continue the strike. He said that 75,000 public
sector workers nationwide were on strike. Selva said bank employees and administrative staff of
the Nicaraguan Energy Institute (INE) joined the strike on Monday, and that telephone company
employees had suspended international calls. Teachers, he added, were expected to participate
in the walk-out on Tuesday. Selva said Rosales' statements did not intimidate public employees
because no labor ministry official has the authority to declare the strike illegal. National traffic
police chief Roger Cabezas said he had not received orders to remove workers from the public
offices despite a statement by Rosales asserting that the police would end the strikes. May 15: Vice
President Virgilio Godoy asserted that the FSLN was "trying to overthrow President Chamorro."
About 60 riot police fired tear gas into the Labor and Foreign Ministry buildings to disperse 100
workers who had occupied the offices since Friday. Three assaults were successfully repelled by
the strikers. At least four people were injured when the police wielding truncheons tried to force
their way in. After the raids, union leaders announced they would cut all domestic and international
telephone service. Strikers ignored threats of massive firings from the government. In addition to
telephone communications, telegraph and telex were also shut down. Workers threatened to cut off
electricity to Managua in the afternoon, to be followed by the water supply. Both the electricity and
water ministries were occupied by strikers. The strikers issued a new demand calling for the contras
to immediately demobilize. Public school teachers and communication workers joined the striking
public employees. According to AFP, unconfirmed reports indicated that the National Assembly
was to meet to consider granting Chamorro emergency powers to deal with the growing strikes.
Under Nicaraguan law, the president can invoke the nation's emergency law without legislative
approval. AFP reported that the strikers have scaled back their wage demands since Friday. (Basic
data from AP, 05/11/90, 05/12/90, 05/14/90, 05/15/90; AFP, 05/11/90, 05/14/90, 05/15/90; Notimex,
05/12/90, 05/14/90; New York Times, 05/12/90)
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